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ABSTRACT: The poor have been the

subject of oppression and exploitation by
the merchants and land owners at the time of James in the first century. James
stood up to address those that oppressed and exploited the poor. The message
of James is relevant to the
society, church and government of today. The poor
are also
encouraged to live spiritual life. The poor in this context refers to
material poverty. Because of their status, the poor are not honoured in the
church, society and government. This article

remind the poor not
the
other hand, those
On
neglect being spiritual though they
despised.
that oppress and exploit the poor today should know their responsibility to one

to

is

meant to

are

another whether in the church, society or government. When everyone holds
to their
responsibility exploitative relationship would be thing ofthe past.
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INTRODUCTION

Being poor is accompanied by poverty. In this article I started by looking at the
issue of poverty and the poor in Palestine and I give an explanation as to what
"poor" means in both the Old and New Testament. The word "poor" is a key
word in this article. I tried to use the Epistle of James to look at the poor and
of the poor and poverty in the
poverty. But in order to understand the meaning
Testament. At the end, an
Old
the
with
to
start
has
New Testament one
and
church
the
to
order
in
is used
society.
help

application

POVERTY AND THE POOR IN PALESTINE

immediate

happened in first century Palestine can be traced to its
as the history of the
background. The period 167-63 BC was a good one as far
revolt break out when
Jews was concerned. That period saw the Maccabean
Antiochus Epiphanes defiled the temple in 167 BC. The ancient sacrificial
the revolt. The Maccabean
worship in the temple was restored in 164 BC after
its
problems too. The desire of the
rule was successful politically but it had
with the religious goals of those
in
conflict
Maccabean rulers for power came
essene movements came into
and
the
pharisaic
that supported them. "Both
as
a
protest against the polirical and secular
existence during this period largely
What

conflicts broke out among them..."
direction of the upper classes and sharp
above
of
the
conflicts, the main Jewish leaders
Because
(Pilgrim, 1981 :39-40).
to restore peace and order. Instead of
under
soldiers
Pompey
invited Roman
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keeping peace, the Roman soldiers destroyed the city, violated the holy Temple
and took over the control of Palestine fidly. Later on, "the reign of Herod the
Great, though hated by most Jew^s and especially by the pious, actually brought
about fairly stable conditions in Palestine" (Pilgrim, 1981:40). During Herod's
reign, he

was

able

to restore

peace; there

was

prosperity economically

in the

far

land. "But poverty and other socio-political
away..."
(Pilgrim, 1981 :40) When Herod the Great died, things changed for the worst
as economic
exploitation came in and the poor were the ones exploited while
tensions

were never

.

wealthy were in control of the public transcript. Maynard-Reid
corroborates this when he says, "...the economic situation of the ordinary
people became increasingly worse. Besides, the same... technology that was
the

used
and

improve the economic situation was used for economic exploitation
aggravated the accompanying poverty" (1987:18). This poverty created
to

tensions between the upper and lower classes. The lower classes were the ones
living in poverty while the upper classes oppressed the poor. "It was an

intolerable situation in which

impoverishment and chronic insecurity were the

lot of the members of the lower class, these conditions being brought on by
small group of financiers who dispossessed and oppressed them" (1987:18).

The

exploitation and oppression of the lower classes by the upper classes came

about because of the influence of the Hellenistic culture
Palestine. Most of the noble class in Palestine

on

the Jews of

adopted a Hellenistic way of life

Stanbaugh says that "the seductiveness of Hellenistic culture was apparent to
Jews of Palestine. Some of them, chiefly the upper class nobility in
Jerusalem, were tempted to assimilate, to adopt Greek ways and accept the
social and economic benefits of Greek society" (1986:21). This has created
disparity between the wealthy and the poor in Palestine.
as

the

It is obvious that "Even
easy

access to

wealth"

puppet ruler in poor Palestine found power as an
(Pilgrim, 1981:41). The poor in Palestine lived in abject
a

they only depended on subsistence agriculture. The subsistence
agriculture was only able to sustain the poor for a short time. "The vast of
majority of the people... lived in appalling poverty" (Maynard-Reid, 1987: 1 8).
At that period, the wealthy came from the royal court of Herod the Great.
"These were the merchants, large landowners, tax-farmers, bankers and
families of inherited means who belonged to the wealthy class" (Pilgrim,
1981 :42) Among the wealthy were also the high priestly families that got their
wealth from the temple tax which the Jews were required to pay. In the lower
class were the poor, "the poor belonged essentially to two groups: those who
sought to earn their own livelihood, and those who lived off subsidy" (Pilgrim,
poverty

as

.

1981:44). To be included among the poor

are

those that lived

on

the poverty

line 'the

people of the land' "either as small landowners or as tenants for large
landowners" (Pilgrim, 1981:43). The other categories of the poor are the "sick,
blind, lame, lepers and the destitute" (Pilgrim, 1981:44). There is another
group of the poor in the first century "the fatherless and widows, the victims of
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ill fortune, who needed social
1981:44). It is to the widows and
as true

religion (1:27).

This

associated with the poor
upper classes were

are

and

care

orphans

means

that the

by far the

relatively few,

regularly received it" (Pilgrim,
emphasizes care for them

that James

extremes

majority

of wealth and poverty

in Palestine. "The members of

but

they were conspicuous because they
controlled the wealth and poUtical
power" (Stanbaugh, 1986: 112). This is
what Scott (1 990) means by
saying that it is the wealthy or the elite that control
the public transcript.
THE POOR'
In the Old Testament, different words are used to

explain the term 'poor' which
and sometimes penes. In Hebrew, these are words
frequently used: ani, dal, and ebyon. "ani denotes a dependent because of his
inferior position of answering to the one who demands the answer"
in Greek is

ptochos

(Kanagaraj, 1997:41). In referring to the economic position, ani is used
together with dal or ebyon. Also "ani refers to a person who is dependent in an
economic sense
to one who is
poor, needy, oppressed, humiliated,
dispossessed, afflicted, and in a state of lowliness and distress" (Maynard-Reid,
1987:25). When ptochos is used to translate dal then it refers to physical
weakness and to low and insignificant social status. The Hebrew "ebyon
indicates the one who seeks alms, the beggar, and generally the poor man, it
-

the very poor, those with no roof over their heads" (Kanagaraj,
the poor are seen by their economic distress this comes as a
Also
1997:41).
of
result
exploitation and oppression by the wealthy "God's people were
recognized as poor owing to their extreme economic distress, which was often
also refers

to

by oppression, and in this connection 'poor' can mean 'lowly' or
'humble'" (Carson, 1989: 17). In first century Judaism the term "poor" is not
used strictly in the sense of the economic status of a person but "the rich and the
the social body in terms of elite and non-elite
poor marked the extremes of
referred to diose powerful due to greed, avarice
'rich'
context
moral
in
a
status,
and exploitation and 'poor' referred to those who were weak and unable to
in
maintain their honour and dignity in society" (Malina, 1987: 354-67). And
their wealdi through oppressive means and
the

caused

wealthy acquired
to face them.
they justified their attitude since the poor did not have power
Palestine,

"The rich agriculturalists, commercial farmers, merchants, and large
landowners... justify their attitude to wealth and the wealthy used oppressive

at
the poor is used in socio-economic context but I do not intend to look
earners in this article. For details See my Doctoral
income
low
and
poverty levels, high
on the Basis of Poverty in the Episde ofJames"
Thesis on "A Critique of Discrimination
where issues of poverty are treated extensively
'

Though
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means

both

to

obtain their wealth and

to

keep

it"

(Maynard-Reid, 1987:30).

The poor in Palestine suffered a lot from the hands of the wealthy and the elite
"we have noticed that the poor in Palestine suffered greatly in the first century"
(1987:31). In order to show the intensity of how the poor were oppressed by

wealthy Horsley says that "the peasantry in subject societies have typically
experienced some degree of dispossession of land, destruction of the economic
unity of the family, a disruption of traditional custom which regulated local
socio-economic relationships" (1987:11). Because of the oppression and
exploitation, the poor became landless in their own community as they have
been dispossessed of their lands by the wealthy.
Among the wealthy in the first century were the high priestly families, they
also oppressed the lower class. "The rich people in the first-century Judaism
were: the observant Jewish leaders, such as
high priestly families who, in
practice, oppressed the lower clergy; the land owners who abused their tenants
the

and hired labourers (cf Jas. 5:1-6); the merchants who controlled much of the
economic life of the country..." (Davids, 1992: 70 1-2). The poor did not find it
easy in the first-century as they were marginalized "they lived on the edge of
existence

even

in the best of times, for

owning sufficient

land

agricultural economy without
provide security is to be economically

to

be in

an

productive
marginal" (1992: 703). The living condition of the poor was not improving as
they continued to be exploited by the wealthy. Maynard-Reid says "the
economic situation of the ordinary people became increasingly worse... the
economic situation was used for economic exploitation and aggravated the
accompanying poverty" (1987:18). This increased the rate of the poor and
to

poverty in the first century Palestine.
Are the poor seen in different perspective in the New Testament? The Greek

words used in the New Testament
"the word

is related

as seen

in the

epistle

of James

are

ptochos,

ptossw, meaning to 'cringe' or 'crawl'" (Esler,
1 987: 1 80) The other Greek words are penes or endees to describe some one
who was poor without being destitute" (1987: 180), and the verb ptwxeuw.
"There are several passages which use 'poor' of people who are lowly in social
status, the hungry, beggars, the politically powerless, and who have to depend

ptochos

to

.

on

others' mercy and help to survive e.g. James 2:3-6" (Kanagaraj, 1 997:45). It
obvious that "James warned the rich so harshly because they had hoarded

was

wealth and refused

to
pay their workers (5:2-6)" (Gwamna, 2008: 96). In
Gwamna's words the poor person is "one who is in need, one whose sustenance
depends on others, one who lacks the minimum satisfaction necessary for

subsistence, and therefore

cannot attain
fully the basic necessities in life
towards human fulfilment. The poor are simply dehumanized. They are the
unheard voices, the burden bearers in all human experience and aspirations"

(2008:17).
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INSIGHTS FROM THE EPISTLE OF JAMES

James might have

seen the
poverty of the poor and their exploitation by the
few
in
first
wealthy
century Palestine. "The force of James's words grows from
his understanding that he and the
people he addresses are the poor. They lack
the resources, the influence, the
power to challenge the great men who control
lands and market places" (Warden, 2000: 4).
the Didache was not

written in Palestine but in

members. It

Antioch,

it

Though
emphasizes sharing

community

as

this type of condition that made the peasants to set up their
alternative communities as Draper has shown in his writing about the moral
was

economy of the

Didache.' The moral

economy of the Didache

emphasises

another in the community, as they expect the community
members to be treated in the way that one would treat themselves. The poor in
Palestine did not only stop at sharing with each other in the community but

sharing with

one

they developed

resistance and rebelled

against the wealthy. Though the

poor

wealthy or the elite, it was done
against their domination by
the
Scott
(1990) says,
poor dictate the hidden transcript.
offstage. Thus,
take care of him/herself They
cannot
and
is
that
is
one
poor
ptochos for James
was
That
others.
of
at
the
are always
why they were discriminated against
mercy
the

rebelled

wealthy plousioi dictated the public
challenged them, but James came
transcript
The poor
out to denounce them because of their attitudes toward the ptochos.
for James are the ones that are trampled under the wealthy's foot stool,
and discriminated
upopodian. It is a sign that the poor are oppressed, exploited
to the
he
is
word
the
uses
physical
When
referring
ptochos
James
against.
the majority of James'
And
faced.
members
his
that
community
poverty

and

exploited by

the

wealthy.

The

in the time of James, and

no one

community members were peasants.
"We cannot fail to notice that James

is

on

the side of the poor

people whom

addresses
he addresses. His sympathy lies with them" (Warden, 2000:4) James
he stood
and
members
the issue of humiliation experienced by his community
a
Galilean,
James was
members that exploited the poor. Being
up to the wealthy
the
that
knew
He
time.
his
in
wealthy
Palestine
aware of what was happening in
far as
"As
their
over
lands,
and
taking
oppressed the poor by holding their wages
on
backs
their
turn
not
who
are those
only
James is concerned, the rich
was
there
that
seen
be
could
It
Christians, but who oppress them" (2000:4).
Because of
between the poor and the wealthy in James time.
great disparity
of socialexacerbation
resultant
the
to
imagine
that "it is not difficult
in
Galilee
The
Palestinian
portrayed
within
Jewish society.
economic divisions
the
and
rich
the
(Maynard-Reid,
of
very
poor"
very
the gospels is a society
.

HTS Teologiese
(20 1 1) "The Moral Economy of the Didache",
10.4l02/hts.v67il.907.
DDI:
10
Art.
#907,
pages.
Studiesmieologicd Studies 67(1),
'

Tnnathan A Draper

I
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1987:13). Because of the experience faced by the

poor and the oppressed,
He
is
more concerned that the labourers in the
of
the
the
side
"James
poor.
field receive their wage than in defending an abstract principle of free enterprise
is

on

economics"

(Warden, 2000:7). James

was

also

aware

that the

wealthy

accumulated all the landed property and other materials for themselves by
means of
exploitation. It was the wealthy that controlled most of the resources,

"the material wealth of the Greco-Roman world was distributed very unevenly.
tiny fraction of the population owned a vast proportion of the land and
resources, and the mass of men and women had to make do with moderate

A

means or

scrape

majority who

by

are

on

very little"

the poor control

1986: 65). It
few resources which were

(Stanbaugh,
a

means

not

that the

enough for

them to make a living.
WHAT THE POOR SHOULD DO
In this context,

we are

talking about the poor in the Christian community as

of James' audience. The poor in James' community developed a
hidden transcript toward the wealthy but James reminded them that they have
been chosen by God. When the poor recognized that they are chosen by God
they would not bother about their exploitation or oppression by the wealthy.

with the

case

The poor
others.

are

also

encouraged to stand up to their task not depending solely on
WHAT THE CHURCH SHOULD DO

The church is

expected to

When the church
would be
down

to

sees

no room

for

The church

must

a

caring community, sharing with

exploitation

teach God's word

health and wealth

be

each member
to

one

another.

equals there would be progress. There
and oppression. The church should bend
as

her members instead of dwelling so much about

gospel that does

not

lead

make sure that there is

no

to salvation of the soul
spiritually.
preferential treatment given to any

member because all are one before God.
WHAT GOVERNMENT MUST DO

Every citizen has the right to live

a

fiilfiUed life.

Unfortunately,

in

some

cases,

the few

exploit and loot government treasury for their selfish interest. Most
governments focus on poverty alleviation only on paper, it does not translate to
the poor. Responsible and faithfiil stewards should be put at the right positions.
When this is done, the level of poverty would reduce drastically. The result

would be healthy members for the church and society.
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CONCLUSION

The poor are despised and
relegated to the background in the society as we saw
in Palestine in James'
community. The poor had to have a hidden transcript in
order to achieve their
goals. This is not encouraged today as it could lead to
revolt. Though the poor
always live a life ofshame because of the maltreatment

they receive from the wealthy, they are encouraged to look up to God. The only
consolation for the poor is to live spiritual life where they will be honoured by
God and shame will not be their portion. "Listen, my dear brothers: Has not
God chosen those who are poor in the eyes ofthe world to be rich in faith and to

inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? (James 2:5NIV)."
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